We live in a world in which, we are told, prosperity and opportunity are available as never before. Provided we take advantage of the professional and educational possibilities open to us. At the same time we witness the diminution of opportunity through the closing down of pension rights, the insecurity of professional life, the crisis in the National Health Service and the emergence of the super-rich through free-market deregulation. I am confused. I am also anxious for the next generation. In The Communist Manifesto Marx and Engels observed that the salient features of capitalism were 'everlasting uncertainty and agitation' (see Wilby 2008, 8) , 1 and that chimes well with my understanding of the present state of affairs, which Zygmunt Bauman has characterised as Unsicherheit, or insecurity, uncertainty and a lack of safeness (Bauman 1999, 17 (Wilby 2008) . You don't have to be a socialist to get worried; anxiety has now spread to the middle classes.
It could be argued differently. For example, spiritual fortitude could be due to the adversity experienced by economic privation and undue circumstance. And, it could be argued, we have a propensity to applaud spirituality when it appears in this context. If so, it acts as a useful cosmetic foil to our mainstream activity of achieving economic prosperity. In schools this appears to me to be a device often invoked to prevent critical questioning of the disparity between what we do and what we present ourselves as pursuing. For example, if we were really concerned with the spiritual (and other) development of young people, wouldn't we want to make them aware of the designs of the system of which they form a part, and develop their ability to challenge those designs if they did not act in their favour? How could this be done, and what would it require from us?
In Let us now praise famous men James Agee writes of the experience of share-cropping families in the southern states of the America in the 1930s. He was accompanied by the photographer Walker Evans, who writes about him as follows:
He won almost everybody in those families … even though some of the individuals were hardbitten, sore, and shrewd. Probably it was his diffidence that took him into them … All you saw of it was an ingrained courtesy, an uncourtly courtesy that emanated from him towards everyone, perhaps excepting the smugly rich, the pretentiously genteel, and the police. After a while, in a round-about way, you discovered that, to him, human beings were at least possibly immortal and literally sacred souls … The writing they induced is, amongst other things, the reflection of one resolute, private rebellion. Agee's rebellion was unquenchable, self-damaging, deeply principled, infinitely costly, and ultimately priceless. (Evans 2001, 5-7) 4 One has to read Agee's text to get a sense of what Evans is referring to here. The text flows like a torrent of compassionate feeling and detailed observation of the families Agee worked with. It is stream of consciousness, in that punctuation occurs only as Agee appears to draw breath. Within it there is also a deep feeling of frustration, since he is in no position to change the material circumstances of their lives. It is matched by the poignancy of Evans' images of the families, and Editorial especially the children, who often gaze back at the camera as if emotionally lost and yet defiant: deeply human, strangely animal and vulnerable.
For me, Agee's rage and frustration and the children's lostness, vulnerability and defiance are easily applicable to the present. In Wilby's review he points to the irresponsibility of the superrich, individuals and their corporations, who, when the capitalist economy takes a downturn through injudicious lending and reckless gambling on the stock markets, cover their own losses:
the people who got us into this won't pay the price … The new super-rich prosper at our expense. Their tax breaks and dodges (sorry, tax efficiencies) cost the Exchequer … enough money to build several hundred secondary schools or hospitals … Their wealth distorts the London and south-east housing market to the extent that home ownership is now out of reach for millions under 40. (Wilby 2008, 8) What do the majority of low-income families make of this situation, and is it more understandable to them than Agee's sharecropper families of the 1930s? I think not.
We are in the grip of a puerile somnambulance induced by the persuasive pedagogic messages of the time in which we live, delivered by, on behalf of, or in thrall to the corporate worldthrough advertising, media, celebrity, popular culture and often government, determined to hide the forces at work that shape our lives and, as a result, our children's lives. The legacy to the majority of children is not just material impoverishment but spiritual impoverishment: a lack of capacity to actually understand the world in which you live or do anything about its intended affect upon you. This does not sound so distant from the opiate state Marx referred to in relation to religion, but, it could be claimed, nearly all the messages that we and children receive in the public sphere are designed to induce an opiate effect of compliance, confusion and bewildered enchantment.
It concerns me that those who work to intended good effect in public institutions maydespite the care, support and development given to, for example, children in schools -be doing little more in the systemic order of things than perpetuating the designs of the overall system and its inequity. Perhaps the following account could act as an illustration of this.
Recently, in Hong Kong, I visited a Kowloon, Buddhist sponsored, band-3 school. In Hong Kong children are tested to determine their banding, with band 1 at the top. This was an estate school, surrounded by the ubiquitous high-rise blocks typical of the social and environmental landscape of Hong Kong, in which the children and their families lived. I observed a lesson led by a visiting teacher, as part of a research project, to determine the impact of mindfulness education on the learning and development of the children. The forty strong class of 16-19-year-olds responded positively to the meditative exercises. Some were so impressive that they took on the demeanour of Buddhist monks in their expression and concentration. Here I wish I had had Walker Evans' camera to record the images I saw. I was struck by the dignity and intelligence some of these young people projected in engaging with such tasks as walking meditation.
Afterwards I spoke with the normal class teacher, another committed and skilful professional, about the prospects for those in her class. She responded by telling me that they would go into unskilled and low skilled jobs, such as shop assistants and waiters in places like the nearby mall. I was struck by the apparent disparity between what I had just witnessed and the expectation of employment. At the same time I was aware that malls in Hong Kong are as ubiquitous as highrise housing, and always adjacent to each other. There was a corporate symmetry to what I was being told and, at the same time, between human potential and mass employment opportunity for children in schools such as this. It struck me, for the first time, that what I was witnessing was the systemic effect of living in an age economically driven by consumerism that, in this microcosmic environment of Hong Kong was displayed symmetrically and to seamless purpose in the social environment and its institutions. Young children in band-3 schools in Hong Kong are not unfortunate, because they have readymade employment in the system of which they are a part.
Unless, that is, the system becomes vulnerable to Marx and Engels prophecy of everlasting uncertainty and agitation. Fulfilling human, or spiritual, potential in this system is not just an afterthought it is an irrelevance.
Returning to my question of how we help children and young people to recognise and challenge the system in which they find themselves, it strikes me that we are in need of a prophetic voice. Both Max and Agee in their different ways and coming from differing ideological positions were concerned to change the experience of people by making clear how they were being systemically denied what ought to have been theirs by right. If we think of ourselves as concerned with the spiritual development of children and young people it seems to me that we have a duty to pay attention to the same task as a matter of conviction without first discussing the possibilities of success.
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